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"TESTS AND TEMPTATIONS"

Anyone who takes the Bible literally will have trouble reconciling two
passages which I wish to cite at the beginning of this sermon. The first
is from the Lord»s Prayer and has, over the years, troubled many people.
It is that passage which petitions God to "lead us not into temptation."

The passage is troublesome standing by itself. Would God lead His
children into temptation? Why? Is God the kind of divinity that seeks to
entrap all men the way He sought to entrap Job when Satan dared God to take
away Job's blessings to see if Job would then remain loyal and faithful?

Yes, standing alone, the passage gives us lots of trouble. But then
add to the trouble by standing the passage next to one in the Letter of
James which reads thus:

"No one under trial or temptation should say, 'I am being
tempted by god;' for God is untouched by evil, and does not,
himself, tempt anyone."

It is difficult to believe the words of Jesus in the Lord's Prayer are
an accurate recording or translation of what Jesus actually told his disciples.
My reason will not accept them as such and there is at least one theory which
comes to my rescue. It is the belief on the part of some scholars that what
Jesus really meant was, "Leave us not in temptation." That makes a lot of
sense and I must tell you that that is the fashion in which I say the prayer
each time I use it.

I have a second theory of my own which may be true and I think the
evidence to sustain and verify it lies in the nature of man. The prayer of
Jesus was perhaps phrased, "Lead us not into temptation" because those who
thus recorded the phrase did not want to accept responsibility for their
own weaknesses and sought to put the blame on God. If we are tempted, it
is God's fault, not ours. But James will not let us get away with that. He
goes on to say,

"Temptation arises when a man is enticed and lured away by his
own lust..."

Unfortunately, neither do I agree whole-heartedly with James and you
will understand why if you reflect on the temptations of Jesus. After his
baptism, when he went into the wilderness and was himself tempted three times,
was it because of "his own lust", as James puts it? Surely, not.

Temptation is a normal human emotion. Jesus was tempted. You and I
are tempted. The crucial matter is not whether we are tempted, but whether
or not we succumb to temptation. Is the temptation stronger than we are?
For Jesus, the answer was, "No." For us, the answer is often, "Yes." That
is why, it seems to me, we ought to pray, "Leave us not when we are tempted."
Remain with us, empower us, when we face these crises in our lives. That
much, to me, makes sense.

If you then ask, "Why does God permit us to be tempted?" the answer
must be the same as to the question, "Why does God permit us to suffer?"








